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Abstract 
In competitive tourism markets the consumer-traveller is spoilt by choice of available 
destinations, and so it is likely many places are substitutable. Successfully differentiating a 
destination at decision time is arguably the greatest challenge faced by destination marketing 
organisations (DMOs). In the emerging literature relating to place branding there has been 
little attention given to issues such as visitor loyalty, destination switching, repeat visitation 
and customer relationship management. Underpinned by the proposition that communicating 
with previous visitors will be a more efficient use of resources than traditional advertising, 
this paper reports an exploratory investigation into the extent that regional tourism 
organisations (RTO) in Queensland, Australia, are encouraging repeat visitors from their 
largest market. While there was a general recognition of the potential for visitor relationship 
management (VRM), none of the RTOs had yet been able to develop a formal approach to 
stay in touch with previous visitors. Destination marketers face a unique set of challenges 
and impediments, relative to marketers of other products and services. The term ‘firefighting’ 
is a useful metaphor to highlight what will inhibit VRM development by these RTOs for some 
time to come. More research is required to assist destination marketers address the issue of 
how to initiate meaningful dialogue, at the right time, with the hundreds of thousands of 
potential repeat visitors, with whom they do not have direct contact. 
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Introduction 
Being a reflexive researcher, the genesis of the proposition for this paper occurred in 1993 
while I was the CEO of a leading New Zealand regional tourism organisation (RTO). My 
tenure took place during a period of crisis for the destination, and research relating to aspects 
of this period has been reported previously by others (see Ateljevic & Doorne 2000, Horn, 
Fairweather & Simmons 2000). During a meeting with a market research consultancy about a 
perceptions study commissioned in our largest domestic market, we discussed the high level 
of repeat visitation indicated. Any destination marketer will appreciate there is a lack of 
resources available for marketing communication in all markets of interest to stakeholders, 
particularly for a place that is in the midst of an image crisis. The study stimulated thinking 
that staying in touch with repeat visitors could be a more efficient use of scarce resources 
than general advertising. The problem was however that our RTO marketing team did not 
actually come into contact with visitors, particularly in a way that would enable the recording 
of their contact details. We also found from discussions with local accommodation businesses 
that few if any were using contact details recorded by their guests on registration cards. So, in 
this pre-internet age we approached the local computer club for assistance. Members offered 
to record contact details on to a simple mail label database for each accommodation operator 
at a minimal cost. This offer, along with a case for stimulating contact with previous visitors 
from the domestic market, was communicated to the accommodation sector through 
newsletters and meetings. To cut a long story short, not one accommodation business took up 
the computer club offer, and informal feedback suggested little interest in targeting repeat 
visitors.  
 
A decade later, research I conducted in the Australian and New Zealand domestic short break 
markets highlighted a propensity by consumers for an average of three such trips each year 
and an opportunity for RTOs to stimulate repeat business (see Pike 2006, Pike & Ryan 2004). 
Therefore, this paper reports an exploratory investigation into the extent that Queensland 
RTOs are responding to repeat visitation opportunities in their largest visitor market. 
Fourteen RTOs are officially recognised by Tourism Queensland, the state tourism office 
(http://www.tq.com.au/destinations/index.cfm). The RTOs generally work closely with 
Tourism Queensland in brand development and promotions, most of which take place in the 
domestic market, and in particular the state capital Brisbane.  
 
Destination loyalty 
One of the key goals in marketing is stimulating and enhancing brand loyalty (Keller, 2003), 
the rationale for which has become a marketing axiom. That is, the development of ongoing 
relationships with selected customers will be a more efficient use of scarce resources and 
generate a greater yield over time than a continuous series of one-off transactions with new 
customers.  In a world where consumers are spoilt for choice, a brand that can help simplify 
decisions, reduce purchase risk, create and deliver expectations will be invaluable (Keller, 
2003). Increased loyalty to a brand denotes goodwill, which is represented by a financial 
asset value on the balance sheet as intangible brand equity (see for example 
www.interband.com). Since the 1990s there has been a growing interest in the concept of 
consumer-based brand equity (CBBE) for firms, led by Aaker (1991). CBBE differs to the 
traditional financial value of brand equity, by measuring the underlying consumer perceptions 
that underpin future sales activity. While there is no commonly agreed CBBE model in the 
marketing literature, the key components involve a hierarchy of the following constructs (see 
for example Aaker 1991, Keller 2003): salience (awareness), associations (image), quality, 
resonance (engagement) and loyalty.  
 
In competitive tourism markets the consumer-traveller is spoilt by choice of available 
destinations. It is likely therefore that destinations are increasingly substitutable. Little has 
been reported that empirically tests this proposition (Pike, 2004), although an exploratory 
study in the UK (Wilson, 2002) found evidence travellers would change intended destination 
if a ‘bargain’ package to another destination became available. For destination marketing 
organisations (DMOs), successfully differentiating a destination brand, particularly at 
decision time, is now a key challenge (Pike, 2005).  
 
From the supply perspective, there has been a growing number of destination branding case 
studies, which have documented brand identity development by DMOs (see for example 
Crockett & Wood 1999, Curtis 2001, Hall 1999, May 2001, Morgan, Pritchard & Piggott 
2002, Pride 2001). However, from the demand perspective destination studies relating to 
CBBE have emerged only recently with articles by Konecnik (2006) and (Pike, 2007). 
Individual components of CBBE have been reported. For example, destination image has 
arguably been the most popular topic in the tourism literature. A few studies have 
investigated destination loyalty from the demand perspective, such as the relationship 
between loyalty and destination choice behaviours (Alegre & Cladera 2006, Chen & Gursoy 
2001, Gitelson & Crompton 1984, Huang & Chiu 2006, Niininen, Svivas & Riley 2004, 
Yoon & Uysal 2005, Yuksel 2000), and behaviour patterns of repeat visitors (Gyte & Phelps 
1989, Lau & McKercher 2004, McKercher & Wong 2004, Oppermann 1997, Pyo, Song & 
Chang 1998). However, there has been little attention towards the supply side response to 
repeat visitation opportunities. In highlighting the limited destination relationship 
management literature, Fyall, Callod and Edwards (2003) reported two case studies. Project 
Stockholm, an introductory cooperative campaign by the RTO, Scandic Hotels and SAS 
airlines, which targeted European weekend tourists. A key element of the campaign was a 
benefit card, which offered free local transport and discounts at shops and restaurants. The 
second case was the Barbados Club Program, which had attracted 1700 members who had 
previously visited the island at least 25 times. Member rewards included luncheons hosted by 
the DMO and unofficial ambassador status.  
 
The purpose of this research was an exploratory investigation of the extent to which RTOs in 
Queensland are communicating with previous visitors. The central proposition guiding the 
research is that maintaining meaningful dialogue with existing customers will be a more 
efficient use of resources than general advertising. There is evidence of repeat visitation from 
international visitors to Queensland. For example, Oppermann’s (2000) exploratory 
investigation of New Zealanders’ travel patterns to Australia between 1985-94 found a close 
relationship between past travel and repeat behaviour. More recently Tourism Queensland 
(2006) noted that of the 408,500 visitors from New Zealand to Queensland in the year ended 
March 2006, 93% had previously visited Australia.  However, it is the domestic drive market 
that offers RTOs the most practical opportunity to target repeat visitors. Three quarters of 
Australia domestic travel involves private vehicles, and 70% of domestic travel is within the 
home state (BTR, 2002). In Queensland, drive holidays account for 62% of domestic visitors 
(Tourism Queensland, 2005a). BTR estimated short breaks of 1-3 nights represented two 
thirds of the drive market. Short breaks have emerged as one of the fastest growing travel 
segments world wide in recent years. However, there has been little research undertaken in 
Australasia, even though almost two decades ago, Mackay (1988) identified ‘mini breaks’ as 
one of seven major opportunities in the Australian domestic market. In recent years there has 
been little growth in Australian domestic travel, with total domestic visitor nights forecast to 
increase by only 0.3% per annum until 2012 (Tourism Forecasting Council, 2001). In the 
period September 2002 to September 2004 domestic visitor nights in Queensland increased 
by only 1.7% per annum (Tourism Queensland, 2005b). In the year ended March 2006, 
domestic travel fell by 7% nationally, and by 1.3% in Queensland (Tourism Research 
Australia, in Maugeri 2006). Therefore to increase domestic visitation levels, RTOs need to 
increase market share, with one opportunity being repeat visitation from the Brisbane short 
break market.  
 
Market research into short break drive holidays in Queensland during 2003 identified a 
propensity for multiple annual trips and an opportunity for destinations to stimulate repeat 
visitation(see Pike, 2006). The research involved a longitudinal survey of Brisbane residents’ 
attitudes towards short breaks by car. Key results of interest to this current project were: 
 
• In terms of unaided top of mind awareness (ToMA), participants elicited over 100 
short break destinations within driving distance of Brisbane. Brisbane residents are 
literally spoilt by choice of contiguous destinations. 
 
• Participants indicated a mean of only four destinations in their short break decision 
set. The limited decision set size, which is in keeping with overseas studies interested 
in other travel contexts (see for example (Thompson & Cooper 1979, Woodside & 
Lysonski 1989) has implications for those destinations not included, particularly in 
light of the competition mentioned in the previous point. 
 
• There was a strong link between stated destination preferences and actual travel. 
Almost 75% of participants who took a short break during the study visited at least 
one destination from their stated decision set.  
 
• Participants indicated taking a mean of three short breaks by car each year. This is in 
keeping with research in the UK suggesting the over-45s segment takes two or more 
short breaks each year in addition to their main holiday (Wilson, 2002).  
 
• Familiarity with preferred destinations was apparent, with 92% of participants 
indicated having previously visited their ToMA destination. In this regard, Fakeye 
and Crompton (1991) found significant differences in perceptions of a destination 
between non-visitors, first time visitors and repeat visitors. Milman and Pizam (1995) 
found familiarity with a destination, measured by previous visitation, led to an 
increased likelihood of visitation. 
 
• Intent to visit the destination of interest was significantly higher from previous 
visitors than non-visitors (t = 8.254, p. < .05). 
 
• An open-ended question at the end of the questionnaire asked participants if there 
were any further comments they would like to make about short breaks. Following 
Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 252) a summary of the most frequently elicited 
themes, not previously reported, is provided in Table 1. The most common comments 
related to issues of packages, price and value, which may or may not have a bearing 
on destination switching in this market.  
 
The last few times we’ve gone away for a weekend, its been due to an ad 
placed in the newspaper travel section. Special deals appeal – particularly if 
they are noticed when we can both get away (Participant # 60). 
 
Shorter breaks probably get decided a bit on the ‘spur of the moment’ 
(Participant #261). 
 
With what’s happening in the world I find it hard to believe there’s not much 
advertising and deals to holiday with our country – it must be better to far 
better to have bums in beds at a reduced price than empty (Participant # 192). 
 
 
(TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE) 
 
 
METHOD 
Depth interviews with a purposeful sample of information rich participants was selected for 
this exploratory investigation. The sample frame consisted of the 14 RTOs officially 
recognised by Tourism Queensland. The management at each RTO was approached in late 
2004 to participate. Each was advised the purpose of the research as well as the key questions 
that would be asked. Meetings were unable to be scheduled with three of the RTOs due to 
either a change of management or unavailability. A mixture of personal, paired and group 
interviews were conducted by myself with 17 participants at 11 RTOs, in their offices, 
between December 2004 and September 2005.  The organisations and participants are listed 
in Table 2.  
 
(TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE) 
 
In the spirit of research reciprocity, I presented key results of the longitudinal study relating 
to Brisbane residents’ short breaks to participants. Each presentation concluded with a 
summary observation about the strong level of short break activity, the potential for repeat 
visitation and the rationale for explicitly targeting repeaters. The proposition guiding the 
research having been stated, the personal interview commenced. A semi-structured/semi-
informal conversation questioning approach was used to enable cross-case comparisons. In 
asking the same questions of respondents data analysis is easier through cross case analysis, 
and time management is better focused (Patton, 1990). Discussion was initiated with two 
questions: 
 
1. To what extent is your organisation able to track repeat visitors? 
2. To what extent is your organisation attempting to keep in touch with visitors, to 
stimulate repeat visitation? 
 
The interviews ranged in duration from 20-40 minutes. This included discussion about 
destination brand slogans, which is the subject of an ongoing study tracking CBBE and not 
reported here. Each discussion was recorded and later transcribed by myself. Additionally, 
field notes were made to enhance recollection of key insights. Informal follow-up discussions 
were held with three participants. 
 
It is a matter of principle that I stated in the introduction the perspective from which I 
approached this research…that of my own experience as a former RTO CEO. Participants 
were advised this in advance in an effort to develop rapport and trust. I attempted to adopt 
what Patton (2002, p. 50) recommends as “empathic neutrality”. Such a stance communicates 
understanding and interest, but in an open and non-judgemental manner. It is not known the 
extent to which this may have influenced reactivity in the discussions, either positively or 
negatively. I do argue however, that while this experience does inevitably bring with it some 
degree of bias, it does enhance the credibility of the findings (see for example Patton, 2002, 
p. 566).  
 
Findings 
Analysis of the transcripts was an iterative process, initially commencing with reflective 
notes made during the interviews. Each transcript was manually coded by myself as soon as 
possible after transcription. Initially, open coding was used to identify emergent themes in the 
first transcripts (Patton, 2002). A form of content analysis was used to develop pattern codes 
through recurring similarities between participants (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In terms of 
data reduction and sense making, four core themes emerged. The first was an inability to 
accurately track repeat visitors. Second, following the previous point, there was no direct 
targeting of repeat visitation through direct communication with previous visitors. Third, 
there was an assumption that major accommodation operators were probably engaged in 
some form of VRM. Fourth, there was acknowledgement of the need for a destination-level 
VRM system in the future.  
 
Inability to track repeat visitation  
Other than a brief report by Tourism Queensland (1997), the short break study results 
represented the first formal data on the Brisbane short break market for management at each 
RTO. In acknowledging the results highlighted the potential for repeat visitation from 
Brisbane visitors, there was a sense from participants that the presentation of the data had 
stimulated increased awareness of this opportunity.  
 
As we are talking I am thinking…who has been in touch with me? 
 
As an RTO we’re not and I suspect that the RTO process across the state is 
not sufficiently well developed yet. We would be reliant on member operators 
for that sort of data.  
 
None of the RTOs had in place a system that provided reliable indicators of repeat visitation. 
Tourism Queensland coordinates the regional tourism activity monitor (RTAM), which is a 
voluntary business survey.  Some RTOs do not have access to RTAM for their region 
because they did not have 50% of their operators willing to provide the data. Information is 
collected from a range of tourism sectors and is reported on a monthly basis. Key data 
includes occupancy levels, room rates, length of stay and visits to attractions. Repeat 
visitation is not recorded. One participant was aware that repeat visitation was occurring 
through an annual intercept survey of 350 visitors. Another commented on the contact their 
information centre staff had with visitors: 
 
I think we’re fortunate running information centres…just the fact that we have 
some sort of contact with the visitors we are marketing to…we’ve got a lot of 
data…we just haven’t done a lot with it. 
 
However, a unique constraint for destination marketers is they are unlikely to meet many of 
the visitors their efforts attract. This is a key issue, since unlike individual tourism businesses, 
the RTOs rarely come into direct contact with visitors: 
 
For us its very difficult as we don’t operate any visitor information 
centres...our contact with the visitor is very very minimal.  
 
One participated commented on having the potential to capture data through an advertised 
free-phone enquiry line, although this was not being undertaken. In this regard, the most 
formal mechanism was the use of a call centre to monitor repeat enquirers. 
 
How we do that at the moment is by enquiry rate. We have a call centre 
here…because we’re using caller integrated technology…every time someone 
calls we measure their phone number against where they are from, the details 
of what they requested. The next time they call in the technology will bring up 
their query on a screen and that’s when we track if in fact they made the trip, 
did they enjoy it, would they like more information?  
 
Little targeting of repeat visitation through communication with previous visitors 
Brisbane is the most important visitor market for each RTO, although only two RTOs 
indicated explicitly targeting the short break segment. Furthermore, one RTO advised that 
due to the close proximity to Brisbane their organisation did not target the area at all. By 
leaving this responsibility to individual tourism businesses, the RTO was able to direct 
resources to more distant markets.  
 
A major initiative involving two of the RTOs in conjunction with the STO was the 
development of a ‘club’ database. This involved the distribution of 150,000 brochures to 
households in Brisbane, and included a mail back card for more information. Respondents 
seeking more information are listed on the database and provided with newsletters about 
destination offers and events. At the time of the interviews there were an estimated 8,000 
club members. However, it is not known how many of the respondents are actually previous 
visitors or what the visitation conversion rate is for non-visitors. The database development is 
consistent with approaches used overseas. In 2002 for example, incoming BTA CEO Tom 
Wright announced a major customer relationship management strategy that would aim for 6 
million active database records by 2006 (Marketing, 7/11/02). Tourism Western Australia has 
established a database of 160,000 consumers, who are e-mailed a monthly newsletter that has 
been segmented into four versions (Truman, 2006). Apart from the development of a 
database by two RTOs, there was little engagement in any direct communication with 
previous visitors. Even the RTO using caller-integrated technology acknowledged the 
enquiry database was not used to target previous visitors. 
 
We looked at some stage at doing a short break campaign…we sort of haven’t 
got around to it. 
 
I guess it would just be a system of…determining what procedure…how we 
would roll that out…its not happening here at the moment no. 
 
When pressed as to the reason for a lack of communication, one participant commented: 
 
That’s because there’s no perceived value in return visitation. 
 
The assumption that major accommodation operators were engaged in VRM 
Most of the RTOs assumed some of their major accommodation operators would be engaged 
in some form of VRM. However, each RTO acknowledged the absence of any formal 
discussions with local businesses about such initiatives. 
 
We have got some very sophisticated tourism operators in the market place 
who would do numerous amounts of research into that. 
 
Yes, Island X does it. If you’ve stayed there before there is a special mailed to 
you…a discounted rate to go back.  
 
Another participant lamented the opportunity was not being addressed by a major sector of 
the destination’s accommodation sector. 
 
It’s the moteliers that just don’t…and a lot of them are just managers not 
owners so they are just here for a year and you know their heart and soul is 
not in it.  
 
Acknowledgement of the need for a destination-level VRM system in the future. 
Participants agreed the VRM concept appeared a logical progression for the future, and that 
some effort should be made at some stage initiate action. 
 
We know we have to have it and we’re looking at it. 
 
...its absolutely imperative for us to keep them up to date with new products 
and new activities so yeah we haven’t been very good at it  but its absolutely 
on the agenda for within the next 12 months or so. 
 
However, the concept of VRM appears problematic: 
 
The short answer is no with the reason being that…it would be great to do but 
you need very large resources, which we don’t have. But I mean it would be 
very valuable…very valuable…but you know what time and cost would be 
involved. 
 
Interpretation – ‘firefighters’ 
The assumption underpinning this paper is that since the cost of reaching a continuous stream 
of new visitors will surpass the cost of maintaining contact with existing customers, then 
stimulating repeat visitation in the Brisbane short break market would be a key opportunity 
for Queensland RTOs. In theory, there were no arguments against the principle of VRM. 
However, from a practical perspective, implementation is problematic for destination 
marketers. ‘Firefighting’, is a useful metaphor for understanding the challenge facing these 
RTOs in developing a VRM strategy. 
 
You are so busy fighting fires you don’t take the time to think holistically and 
think about what’s coming up. 
 
We are struggling to have a trade database at the moment, let alone a 
consumer database. 
 
DMO management at any level is no place for the faint hearted. Staff are constantly busy 
attempting to match product offerings with market opportunities. Local businesses are 
interested in a multiplicity of segments in a diverse range of geographic markets. Destination 
marketers are faced with the twin challenges of enhancing long term holistic destination 
competitiveness and appeasing the short term financial goals of entrepreneurs. Time is 
always of the essence, as is funding for promotions. The rationale for time spent on strategic 
issues such as destination loyalty and VRMmust be tempered by the politics of short term 
decision making. From a review of the CRM literature, Pike (2004, p. 128-129) suggested 
DMOs seeking to engage in VRM should consider: the selection of customers who offer 
maximum yield, ensuring high quality service encounters, and providing added value to 
selected customers. Good in theory…problematic in practise. Indeed, in a search for 
examples of real world best practise for a special issue about CRM for DMOs, destination 
marketing newsletter Eclipse suggested only one NTO employed a specialist CRM senior 
executive. However a case can be made for discussions with stakeholders to stimulate 
increased VRM initiatives by individual businesses and collectives.  
 
Three immediate challenges confront the RTOs. First, is the difficulty in obtaining quality 
customer data from service providers over which they have no direct control. The 
organisation charged with controlling the marketing communications for the destination 
rarely comes into contact with any visitors. Contact details of previous visitors will only be 
held by private sector accommodation operators who would likely be unwilling to share such 
business information, if privacy legislation permitted. Except for intercept surveys and 
encounters at visitor information centres, the destination marketer has no direct means of 
tracking repeat visitation levels. However, including a repeat visitation indicator commercial 
visitor monitors such as RTAM would increase the input required from participating 
accommodation operators who would need to be convinced of the rationale for the additional 
commitment. This is likely to be a significant challenge given the difficulty faced by a 
number of the RTOs in recruiting accommodation operators. Such an indicator would be 
valuable in providing additional insights about repeat visitation patterns, as well as provide a 
measure to track the effectiveness of any campaigns targeting repeat visitors. The second 
obstacle facing the RTOs is a lack of resources available, relative to other priorities, for the 
development of a visitor database and/or communication strategies. Many RTOs already have 
existing secondary data, such as through requests for brochures, which is untapped. Third, 
destinations are often dealing with hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of annual visitors. 
Thus even if the development of a database was possible, how is it possible to engage in 
meaningful dialogue with so many individuals?  
 
While this research reports views from Australia, the interpretation is in keeping with 
Woodside and Sakai’s (2001, p.378) meta-analysis of government tourism-marketing 
strategies. They concluded the dominant paradigm in use was transactional and not relational. 
Marketing activities are designed to attract new visitors, which might not necessarily be 
appropriate for potential repeat visitors: “No efforts or budget is planned for development of 
an ongoing relationship…database marketing is rarely being practised”. There has been a 
lack of research attention in the tourism literature relating to the issues of destination loyalty, 
repeat visitation and VRM. Traditional destination marketing has focused on attracting the 
attention of consumer-travellers either at the prior-to-leaving stage or en-route in the case of 
auto travellers. Opportunities exist to extend marketing efforts to influence decision making, 
including loyalty, after arriving at the destination (see for example Perdue & Pitegoff, 1990), 
as well as after returning home. I conclude with this question, which begs more research to 
guide RTOs: How is it possible for destination marketers to initiate meaningful dialogue, at 
the right time, with the hundreds of thousands of potential repeat visitors to their destination, 
with whom they do not have any direct contact?   
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Table 1 – Summary of Key Themes Elicited 
Theme  
 
Number of participants providing qualitative 
comments (n = 110) 
Packages/value/price   37% 
Accommodation   32% 
Children                           23% 
Travel information               16% 
Service/facility standards  14% 
Food                               7% 
 
 
 
Table 2 - RTO Meetings 
Organisation Staff present Date 
Toowoomba and Golden 
West Regional Tourism 
Association Ltd 
General Manager December 2004 
Brisbane Marketing Marketing Manager and 
Leisure Tourism Executive 
February 2005 
Gold Coast Tourism Bureau 
Ltd 
Marketing Manager February 2005 
Outback Queensland 
Tourism Authority 
General Manager, Sales & 
Marketing Manager, 
Communications & 
Membership Manager, 
Administration Assistant 
February 2005 
Southern Downs Tourist 
Association 
General Manager and 
Marketing Coordinator 
February 2005 
Bundaberg Region Ltd CEO March 2005 
Fraser Coast South Burnett 
Regional Tourism Board Ltd 
General Manager and 
Marketing Manager 
March 2005 
Capricorn Tourism General Manager March 2005 
Gladstone Area Promotion 
and development Ltd 
Marketing Manager and 
Information Centre Manager 
March 2005 
Mackay Tourism General Manager September 2005 
Tourism Whitsundays General Manager September 2005 
 
 
 
